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An Examination of Representations for USA in Tourism Brochures for
Chinese Market
Yasong Wang
The College of Health and Human Services
Indiana University of Pennsylvania, United States

Abstract
This study exposed the complex nature of tourism representation and examined the photographic
representations for U.S destinations in tourism promotion brochures published by National Tour
Association, a U.S.-based trade association to have a tour operator program approved by the China
National Tourism Administration. 537 pictures were collected from the brochures distributed to
leisure travel professionals in China. The visual methodologies were employed. The results
indicate almost the same top popular destinations have been represented more frequently in the
selected brochures as those shown in the official report about the top U.S. destinations for Chinese
tourists from the U.S. Department of Commerce. The major difference is the brochures focus
more on the destinations featuring the natural landscapes rather than the destinations known for
entertainment and exotic cultures. Meanwhile, the study results reveal that the most pictures in
the studied brochures are about education. The most significant finding to the present study is the
static status of representing a dynamic country. Such finding demonstrates how the mainstream
culture in a society has been controlling the interpretation of its own society to others.
Keywords: images, Chinese tourists, US destinations
Recommended Citation: Wang, Y. (2021). An examination of representations for USA in
tourism brochures for Chinese market. In C. Cobanoglu, & V. Della Corte (Eds.), Advances in
global services and retail management (pp. 1–10). USF M3 Publishing.
https://www.doi.org/10.5038/9781955833035
Introduction
Tourism as an experiential industry is different from other traditional industries in that its products
are the intangible experiences that tourists may have for a tourism destination. Tourists cannot see
the concrete products when they plan to purchase. Consequently, representation has become a
critical vehicle to make tourism products familiar and known to tourism customers. In the
representation process, the tourism destination and a unique travel experience are portrayed in
rhetorical form. Scholars, nevertheless, have identified that such tourism representation process
constructs a specific way of talking rather than reflecting on objective knowledge (Cohen, 1993;
Echtner and Prasad, 2003).
Representations, as a multi-faceted concept, have held a central position in tourism studies (e.g.
Dann, 1996; Hall, 1997; Hollinshead, 2000). However, the power of representations has not been
fully recognized, because representations as an empirical object are embedded in multiple and
complex social contexts, which require more investigation of the mechanism comprising the
material components of tourism representation discourse (Hunter, 2008, 2013). In particular, the
photographic representations in tourism turn to be a more complicated issue because tourism
1
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destinations as the global products are represented by various producers from different social and
cultural backgrounds for a number of different types of customers with various socio-cultural
characteristics. The complexity of photographic representations has been a standing challenge for
tourism studies. Thus, it is necessary to take critical view of the mechanisms underpinning
photographic representations of tourism destinations.
This study focuses on examining the photographic representations constructed for U.S. tourism
destinations in the brochures published by National Tour Association (NTA) between 2015 and
2020. By examining the pictures shown in the tourism promotion publication distributed to leisure
travel professionals in China, the study aims to identify the major themes of photographic
representations about the U.S. destinations to the potential Chinese tourists in the U.S. tourism
industry.
Literature Review
It has been argued that the image of a tourism destination is a critical factor in destination selection
and visitation process (Gartner, 1993). For instance, before tourists make their decision about
where they prefer for visitation, visual images of a specific destination can provide a vivid picture
about their expected experiences during their stay in the destination; when they visit the
destination, tourists attempt to capture the same destination images which impressed them and pull
them to the destination; after they return from their journey, tourists share their impressive travel
experiences with others by showing their captured destination images and remind themselves of
the memorable experiences. Nevertheless, there is also a consensus that the image itself does not
directly affect tourists’ behaviors, but its interpretation and meaning represented by it help tourists
develop their perception of the significance of their travel experiences. Therefore, it has been an
everlasting target of tourism studies in the past thirty years to develop a critical understanding
about the mechanism underpinning such interpretation and representation of destination image.
To examine the destination images in tourism studies, representations as a component of the
imagery has been a primary target of approach to study destination images. In the study of tourism
representations, one of the key issues is to locate the mechanism unpinning the representation
discourses, the “social language” (Hollinshead, 2000, p. 153), which constructs the meaning of
images in the specific ways to make the representation more legitimate in certain socio-cultural
contexts and for a particular kind of audience (Denzin, 1995). However, the construction of
destination imagery through various discourses is heterogeneous and even dissonant (Hollinshead,
1998), because this construction process is built upon different socio-cultural contexts and
controlled by different or even contesting ways of interpretation. Therefore, such multidimensional
nature of the representation discourses requires researchers to broaden their understanding about
such complex socio-cultural contexts to capture the multidimensionality of the representation
discourse.
Photography has made “tourism representations in an immediate way, and makes them widely
available in the form of tourism media: brochures, guidebooks and postcards (Hunter, 2008,
p.357). In particular, “the photograph has transformed tourism from the descriptive language of
ethnographers and travel writers (Adler, 1989) into a visual code” (Hunter, 2008, p.356). Images
of destinations as the visual signifiers of representation discourses do not only vividly depict
tourists’ expected experiences, but also demonstrate a specific way of talking which is built upon
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certain socio-cultural mechanism. As Herbert (2001) asserted that “representations in the form of
photographs are physical evidence of the developer’s intentions, the consumers’ interpretation and
the interactions among them” (p.317), therefore, it is important to examine tourism representations
in the form of photographs, which are the signs to carry meaning, and how such signs as a language
system are employed to represent the tourism destinations constructed in a specific socio-cultural
context.
Method
To examine tourism representations in the form of photographs and explore the construction of
social reality through photographs, content analysis was utilized. To measure or compare
photographs, a classification scheme needs to be formulated by identifying “the frequency with
which particular subjects occur, the dominant colors and compositions, the distribution of
particular poses or landscapes, and clusters of particular photographic techniques within the set”
(Jenkins, 2003, p. 312).
Sample
In this study, a purposive sampling (Noth, 1990) approach was adopted to collect a sample of
photographs representing the U.S. destinations from the brochures on the U.S. tourism destinations
published between 2015 and 2020 by NTA, the only U.S.-based trade association to have a tour
operator program approved by the China National Tourism Administration and directly link tour
operators with China-based buyers looking for U.S. product through the program (NTA, 2021).
This non-random and non-probability sampling approach enables researchers to follow a
theoretical framework in their data collection process and locate the data that are context specific
and comprehensive (Balch, 1982; Gobo, 2008). As the national-level professional tourism
organization in the United States, NTA provides the primary tourism information to leisure travel
professionals in China through distributing the brochures. These brochures do not only show
reliable information about tourism destinations but also represent the official version of
interpretation about the meanings of travel experiences. Therefore, such representation is
constructed within a specific socio-cultural context and they become the perfect study materials to
identify the socio-cultural context.
Data Collection
537 images from the brochures published by NTA between 2015 and 2020 for Chinese tourists
were collected. All the selected brochures are published between 2015 and 2020. These selected
brochures include travel product from U.S. suppliers and destination members. They are
distributed to leisure travel professionals in China and at various trade shows. They are also given
to NTA’s China operators based in the U.S. (NTA, 2021)
Findings
After finishing collecting photographs from brochures, an inductive approach to content analysis
was implemented to search for exhaustive, mutually exclusive and general categories of
destinations representations in photographic form without a prior hypothesis (Krippendorff, 2003).
The analysis focuses on sorting and identifying the primary photographic components based on
the context of tourism so as to form the mutually exclusive and general categories. During this
3
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analysis process, a consensus approach was applied by analyzing the photographs separately
among several analyzers and then the results were compared for consistency. The photographs
collected from the selected brochures were analyzed based on the frequency of representation for
the major destinations.
As indicated in Figure I, the top 10 destinations represented in the brochures include New York
City, San Francisco, Philadelphia, Seattle, Los Angles, Chicago, Washington D.C., Grand Canyon,
Salt Lake City, and Niagara Falls. Such result is partially consistent with the ranking of top U.S.
destinations for Chinese tourists based on the report from the U.S. Department of Commerce for
2019. Based on the report, the top destinations include New York City, Los Angeles, San
Francisco, Boston, Las Vegas, Seattle, Washington D.C., Chicago, and Honolulu (The U.S.
Department of Commerce, 2021). The major difference between these two rankings focuses on the
natural destinations. As shown in Figure 1, the brochures put extra attention on the natural
destinations, such as Grand Canyon, Salt Lake City, and Niagara Falls.
Figure 1. Number of Representations for the Top-10 Destinations in the Brochures
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Furthermore, through using the consensus approach, where the analysis is conducted many times
with different groups of analyzers. In total, three categories of tourism representations were found
and a number of sub-sectors in each of the categories were identified. The typology of tourism
photographic representations identified in this study is elaborated in Table I.
Based on the typology identified through the consensus approach to the analysis of photographs
shown in the brochures, the proportions of tourism representation in the data source were
examined. As shown in Table II, the most frequently found category of photographic
representation is the tourist attractions (371 photographs). This category of representation
accounted for 69% of the sample. The second most frequent category of tourism representation
consisted of tourism products (128 photographs) with a proportion of 24% of the total sample. The
least represented category is people (38 photographs) with a proportion of 7%. In addition, among
the three categories, the most popular sub-sector is education (69 photographs) with a proportion
of 19% of the category sample and 13% of the total sample. The second most popular sub-sector
is sports facility/activity (55 photographs) with a proportion of 15% of the category sample and
10% of the total sample.
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Table 1. Typology of Tourism Representations
Category
Tourist Attractions - Tourist
attractions focus on the different
types of travel purposes

Tourism Products - Tourism
products refer to the
superstructure and infrastructure
the tourists will need to get to the
destinations and during their stay
at the destinations

People - People refer to the
images featuring tourists, local
people, and their interaction

Sub-Sector
Heritage Site - Heritage site includes all situation where a specifically cultural and unique history has
been the focus of photograph, such as ancient ruins, relics, landmarks, statues, historical sites,
monuments, and historical homes
Cultivated Landscape - Cultivated landscape are open spaces featuring the natural beauty designed and
constructed by human, such as gardens and parks, golf courses and beaches with a few human
implements
Natural Landscape - Natural landscape are open spaces featuring the pure natural beauty without any
human touch, such as mountains, forests, oceans and fields
Education - Education refers to places people to visit for learning, such as museums, libraries,
universities, art institutes
Sports Facility/Activity - Sports facility refers to places people visit for sport events, such as stadiums,
arenas, football fields, sports activity refers to physical exercises, for example, rafting, hiking, snow
skating, surfing, fishing, biking
Entertainment - Entertainment includes places like bars, clubs, dancing halls, casinos, theme parks
Cityscape - Cityscape refers to general views and landscape in urban setting, such as groups of buildings,
alleys, and streets
Holiday/Custom - Holiday and custom include images introducing festivals and local lifestyles
Wildlife - Wildlife focuses on various kinds of animals in natural conditions
Food/Restaurant - Food/restaurant includes different cuisines and eating places

Shopping Facility - Shopping facility includes shops and farmer market
Accommodation - Accommodation includes hotels, motels, and major types of living places
Transportation - Transportation includes local transport infrastructure and international transportation
modes
Guest - When tourists are featured exclusively and they are seen consuming sites
Host - When local people are featured exclusively
Host/Guest - When tourists and local people are featured together

Based on the analysis of the photographs shown in the brochures, not only the previous research
finding of “groomed space” (Hunter, 2008, p.360), which refers to an untouched and uninhabited
space prepared exclusively for tourists and waiting for their consumption, was echoed in the
present study, but also an interesting function played by people shown in the photographs was
identified. For example, some photographs featuring tourists focus on the tourists’ activities
involving in the tourism sites, and such tourists’ images give viewers an impression about what
they would enjoy and do when they visit the same site. Therefore, these photographs do not only
represent the tourism destinations but also project a vivid image to potential tourists about their
imagined experience. In addition, in those photographs featuring local people, they do not only
serve as service suppliers but also the important icons to represent those destinations. For example,
the photographs representing Lancaster of Pennsylvania usually include some local Amish
people’s images. Such findings indicate that photographic representations in tourism define spaces
as a commodified tourism product ready for tourists to purchase and consume.

5
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Table 2. Proportions of Tourism Representation Types in the Brochures
Category by total number
(percent)
Tourist Attractions 371 (69%)

Tourism Products 128 (24%)

People 38 (7%)

Sub-sector
Heritage Site
Cultivated
Landscape
Natural Landscape
Education
Sports
Facility/Activity
Entertainment
Cityscape
Holiday/Custom
Wildlife
Food/Restaurant
Shopping Facility
Accommodation
Transportation
Guest
Host
Host/Guest

Sub-sector by category number
(percent)
38 (10%)
35 (9%)

Sub-sector by total number
(percent)
38 (7%)
35 (6.5%)

51 (14%)
69 (19%)
55 (15%)

51 (9%)
69 (13%)
55 (10%)

47 (13%)
37 (10%)
30 (8%)
9 (2%)
44 (34%)
45 (35%)
16 (13%)
23 (18%)
28 (74%)
5 (13%)
5 (13%)
537 (100%)

47 (9%)
37 (7%)
30 (6%)
9 (1.6%)
44 (8%)
45 (8%)
16 (3%)
23 (4%)
28 (5%)
5 (1%)
5 (1%)
537 (100%)

Total 537 (100%)

Furthermore, all the collected pictures were analyzed based on the geographic regions they
represent for. Based on the brochures, the United States is divided into five regions and they
include east, southeast, Midwest, southwest, and west. In the analysis process, the major themes
for each region were identified by analyzing the primary meanings represented by the pictures.
The pictures are shown in following figures as the examples to demonstrate the major identified
themes in different regions. As shown in Figure II, the east region has been primarily portrayed
as the modern city centers, the natural beauty of mountain area, heritage sites, and entertainment
places. As demonstrated in Figure III, the southeast region is represented as the places for theme
parks, country music, civil war history, and local traditional culinary culture. Figure IV presents
the Midwest region as the destinations for shopping, modern architecture, wildlife, and heritage.
Figure V provides a glimpse of the images for the southwest region and makes this region known
for Old West history, breath-taking landscapes, and fantasy nightlife. Last but not least, Figure VI
depicts the west region as the center for outdoor activities, entertainment, and natural beauty.
Figure 2. Pictures Representing the East Region
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Figure 3. Pictures Representing the Southeast Region

Figure 4. Pictures Representing the Midwest Region
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Figure 5. Pictures Representing the Southwest Region

Figure 6. Pictures Representing the West Region

Meanwhile, by taking a chronical approach to examine the collected pictures, it can be found that
there has been no significant change in representing each region and even each destination between
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2015 and 2020. The similar pictures have been used to represent the same destination. Even, not
many new destinations have been introduced in the most recent brochures. The only change is
more pictures showing Chinese tourists as the visitors of the represented destinations in the most
recent brochures. However, such static status of representing a dynamic country, like the United
States, demonstrates how the mainstream culture in a society has been controlling the
interpretation of its own society to others. By using the similar pictures to represent a destination,
the presenters are trying to use a way they feel more comfortable and comprehending for
themselves to interpret the place to others. Nevertheless, the tourism market is dynamic and
customer base is always keeping changing. To accommodate such volatile nature of market,
tourism industry needs to provide tailor-made experiences for customers by constructing a
diversified version of representation for tourism destinations and keeping creating more different
images about the destinations for target customers.
Conclusions
Tourism representations, as a multi-faceted concept, have held a central position in tourism studies
(e.g. Breitbart, 1997; Dann, 1996; Hall, 1997; Hollinshead, 2000; Sternberg, 1997). The previous
research has identified that tourism representation process constructs a specific way of talking
rather than reflecting on objective knowledge (Cohen, 1993; Echtner and Prasad, 2003). They
argue that representation of tourism destinations is not value-free but subjected to certain sociocultural systems (Buzinde, Santos and Smith, 2006; Wang and Morais, 2012). Therefore, it is
critical to discover the concealed mechanisms underpinning representations framed by tourism
marketing. The present study aims to expose the multiple and complex nature of tourism
representation discourse. Adopting the sight-as-sign notion (Culler 1981; MacCannell, 1976; Urry
2002), this study focuses on examining the photographic representations for U.S tourism
destinations in the brochures published by the professional tourism association in the United
States.
The study results from content analysis process indicate that almost the same top popular
destinations have been represented more frequently in the selected brochures as those shown in
the official report about the top U.S. destinations for Chinese tourists from the U.S. Department of
Commerce. The major difference is the brochures focus more on the destinations featuring the
natural landscapes rather than the destinations known for entertainment and exotic cultures.
Meanwhile, the study results reveal that the most pictures in the studied brochures are about
education, such as images about the various museums and art institutions in different destinations.
The most important finding in the present study is the static status of representing a dynamic
country. In the span of five years, the same destinations have been repeatedly introduced and
interpreted in the same way. Such consistency in constructing the images of a dynamic country
demonstrates the control of the mainstream culture in a society for the representation-construction
process. However, such one-way communication cannot catch the trends in a volatile market, in
particular, tourism market is well known for its vibrant nature in the development of customer
base. Therefore, the present study encourages professionals in tourism industry to challenge
themselves by creating a more diversified way in representing a country as their tourism products
for the increasingly demanding market.
Although the present research provides valuable insights, the results did not come without
limitations, which could direct future research areas. The primary limitation of the current study
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rests in its sampling. This study cannot claim to be representative of all representation materials
published by official tourism organizations in the United States because it only focused on one
professional trade association, which may make it difficult to apply the findings to all different
organizations. In particular, this study only examined the representations for U.S. destinations
presented to the Chinese market, so it is not known whether there are any differences when such
representations are presented to other markets. To overcome such limitation, a study including the
representation materials about more different markets from more various tourism organizations
should be conducted in the future.
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